they were nearer, and he knew they were by now inside his gate, and he saw them sniffing the trunks of the two maple trees . . . Then they started howling. His heart swelled in him like a bubble and his mouth opened and he moaned in the darkness and it joined their cold full howling which rose blue and black in the darkness, rising with such volume it sent steel through the sky and suddenly everything?the wide flat fields, the sky, even the darkness of night itself?shone a cold and radiant blue.
He stood to the side of the window and, reaching out, slowly closed it. In the front room of the house he swung the door shut and slid the bolt. Then he went down the short hall, his left hand lifted and guiding him along the worn-smooth paper on the wall. Through the kitchen he went to the back room. "Bob," he whispered. Following the heavy snoring he went to the cot and shook him. Bob woke calmly, not at all surprised or alarmed. "Ella Ud Te," he said, talking in the way no one but the old man could understand?and he could The old man straightened up abruptly. "No," he whispered so loudly he was afraid the wolves would hear. "Tell me. You count. Count the things out there and tell me how many there is." Bob was silent. In his mind the old man could see Bob standing there by the window blinking his eyes and looking back at him. The silence deepened as if the presence of wolves brought forth an even deeper quality of night, an even more tangible silence than that which the old man knew so well. And he knew the wolves weren't after the chickens. No. If they had been after the chickens they wouldn't have stopped there in the front yard, and they wouldn't have howled. Wolves were too smart for that. If they howled in front of your house, you could know they weren't after your chickens. Bob didn't want to go because he didn't like Avery and his hired hand. He liked Mrs. Avery fine?she didn't make fun of him, and she always gave him something to eat or something to play with. But she couldn't stop her husband and the hired hand from making fun of Bob and playing jokes on him.
To get Bob to go, the old man told him they were taking money to buy candy from Avery. Bob led him by one hand, and with the other hand the old man balanced the shotgun on his shoulder?and Bob didn't like that either. The old man didn't mention the wolves. If Bob started thinking about the wolves maybe he would know that if they had been there last night, they could still be around somewhere ?like in Avery's woods.
As they walked down the dirt road the old man listened for the wolves and listened for the cold silence that followed the wolves wherever they went. And to keep Bob watching for them, he played a game. He told Bob he could eat pancakes for supper if he saw a red bird before they got to Avery's. He kept reminding Bob to look for red birds, and each time after he reminded him the old man could for a while tell Bob was looking all around. Then the road passed Avery's woods. The old man felt the cool air that hung in the woods no matter how hot a day it was, and his listening went deep into the heavy silence of the woods. He told Bob to look into the woods for red birds, and when they were past it, the old man took a deep breath, and then Bob shouted, "There's one!"
The old man jerked the gun down from his shoulder, dropped it, fell down in the road looking for it, "The gun. Goddamnit, the gun," he shouted, seeing the wolf running down the road toward them, its eyes narrowed tight, its mouth open, a wolf three, four feet tall, its big head two hands wide, and the old man got the gun and put it to his shoulder and was on his knees aiming the gun and he shouted, "Where. Where. Tell me. Where. My God, boy, tell me," by then knowing it was too late, he could see it leaping, and he clenched his teeth for the impact. . .
"It flew off. You scared it and it went off. Did you want to shoot it?" The old man stood up. After a moment he put the gun on his shoulder. "Do I get pancakes?" Bob said. They walked on down the road.
Avery and the hired hand were out in the fields. Bob was happy about that.
